Common sunscreen ingredients like oxybenzone, used as a UVA/UVB absorber, and a form of vitamin A called retinyl palmitate, hawked for its anti-aging benefits, also came under fire for potential toxicity and photoinstability.
"Oxybenzone is a known hormone-disrupting compound found in about 60% of the sunscreens we looked at, and retinyl palmitate, found in about 40% of the sunscreens, is under investigation by the federal Food and Drug Administration [FDA] because data suggests it may become carcinogenic in sunlight," Andrews explains. "While the evidence isn't conclusive, as long as compounds like these are suspect, it's only prudential to avoid them."
The group's report is the latest in a recent spate of studies that have questioned the safety of sunscreens. Some have even linked sunscreen use to an elevated risk for melanoma, the deadliest form of skin cancer, says Andrews.
The Environmental Working Group's report has divided Canadian experts over what dangers, if any, lurk on sunscreen shelves.
Dr. Barry Lycka, founder of the Canadian Skin Cancer Foundation, is quick to dismiss the report as "erroneous" and "misleading." He argues that it is "hazardous" at best to adapt an American study to a Canadian context. "We have totally different products in Canada. We're much more cautious than other countries in endorsing anything, and when people make claims they pretty well have to live by them. I would be much more positive and look for things that are good in sunscreens, rather than look for things that are bad." Lycka says that while it's "probably true" that only 8% of sunscreens protect against UVA radiation, UVB protection is the "major component" Canadians should be looking for in a sunscreen.
Others dismiss the group's concern over the use of oxybenzone in sunscreens. "There have been animal studies that show there might be endocrine effects, but there's nothing conclusive in human studies," says Dr. Cheryl Rosen, national director of the Canadian Dermatology Association's sun awareness program. "It's something we should watch the literature on, but that doesn't mean we have to stop using these products now. Oxybenzone has been used in sunscreen for years, and as far as I know there haven't been reported problems in humans." But environmentalists are disappointed by the ready dismissal of the report and say there's no reason for industry to use hormonally-active ingredients when safer alternatives are available.
"There are something like 80 000 synthetic chemicals in commerce at the moment. Only 5% of those have been adequately safety tested, and oxybenzone is not one of them," says Rick Smith, executive director of Environmental Defence Canada, an environmental and human health advocacy group. "It's glib to tell consumers not to worry about oxybenzone because it's been deemed safe by the government regulator, because once upon a time tobacco was deemed safe, too."
As regulated drugs in Canada, sunscreens are required to undergo premarket authorization to demonstrate safety and efficacy. Most meet the criteria for acceptable active ingredients, permitted concentrations, directions for use, and required warning statements outlined in the 1995 Sunburn Protectant monograph. Oxybenzone is currently among the ingredients generally recognized as safe by Health Canada.
